Translating Epistemic Adverbs from English into Spanish: Evidence from a Parallel Corpus by Ramón, Noelia
Érudit est un consortium interuniversitaire sans but lucratif composé de l'Université de Montréal, l'Université Laval et l'Université du Québec à
Montréal. Il a pour mission la promotion et la valorisation de la recherche. Érudit offre des services d'édition numérique de documents
scientifiques depuis 1998.
Pour communiquer avec les responsables d'Érudit : info@erudit.org 
Article
 
"Translating Epistemic Adverbs from English into Spanish: Evidence from a Parallel Corpus"
 
Noelia Ramón








Note : les règles d'écriture des références bibliographiques peuvent varier selon les différents domaines du savoir.
Ce document est protégé par la loi sur le droit d'auteur. L'utilisation des services d'Érudit (y compris la reproduction) est assujettie à sa politique
d'utilisation que vous pouvez consulter à l'URI https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/
Document téléchargé le 11 février 2017 08:35





University of León, León, Spain 
noelia.ramon@unileon.es
RÉSUMÉ
L’expression de la modalité est un exemple très complexe des relations entre forme et 
fonction dans une même langue et, plus encore, entre plusieurs langues. En particulier, 
les adverbes modaux sont tenus pour être problématiques dans une perspective contras-
tive à cause de leur multifonctionnalité en anglais (Aijmer 005). À partir d’une analyse 
de corpus, l’article étudie l’expression de la possibilité épistémique à travers trois adver-
bes de modalité très courants en anglais (certainly, probably, possibly) et leur traduction 
en espagnol. Le but est d’identifier des tendances dans les traductions de ces adverbes 
épistémiques, ce qui pourrait contribuer à une meilleure compréhension des différentes 
fonctions sémantiques que les locuteurs anglophones attribuent à ces unités lexicales. 
L’analyse montre que l’omission des adverbes de modalité dans les traductions espagno-
les peut être considérée comme un signe du degré de grammaticalisation atteint par ces 
adverbes en anglais. Les résultats de cette étude sont utiles non seulement pour la pra-
tique et l’apprentissage de la traduction, mais aussi pour la linguistique descriptive.
ABSTRACT
The expression of modal meanings is an area of great complexity in the relationship 
between form and function in a single language and cross-linguistically. Modal adverbs in 
particular are considered to be problematic from a contrastive perspective due to their 
multifunctionality in English (Aijmer 005). This paper is a corpus-based study of the 
expression of epistemic possibility by means of three common modal adverbs in English 
(certainly, probably, possibly) and the translational options chosen in Spanish for expressing 
those meanings. The aim is to identify trends in the translations of these epistemic adverbs 
that contribute to a better understanding of the various semantic functions that native 
speakers attribute to these units. The analysis shows that the omission of modal adverbs 
in the translations may be considered as an indicator of the degree of grammaticalization 
attained by these adverbs in English. The results provide useful information not only in 
the field of translator training and practice, but also in descriptive linguistics.
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1. Introduction
This paper is a corpus-based contrastive study of three different English epistemic 
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ranging  from  those  expressing  degrees  of  likelihood  to  those  expressing  wishes, 
doubts, orders, etc. On the other hand, because modality is such a fuzzy meaning 
conglomerate, it comes as no surprise that there is a wide range of different linguis-









































modality  in English and  its  translation  into Spanish, as well as with  the semantic 





























of  the  propositional  content  of  discourse,  but  rather  comment  of  the  proposition 
itself,  and may  express  a  variety  of  functions  in  addition  to  opinion, mainly  the 
construction and maintenance of interpersonal relationships and the organization 
of discourse.
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rest  of  the  sentence  and are  therefore  to be  considered on  the boundary between 
proper adverbs and discourse markers. In English, this is the case of units such as 





ute  to  the  expression  of  interpersonal meanings,  i.e.,  they  represent  the  speaker’s 
stance with  respect  to  the proposition. However,  languages change over  time and 
many modal adverbs are noted to have developed textual functions linking together 
the different parts of a text at a suprasentential level. In these cases, adverbs such as 













This  project  is  aimed  at  exploiting  cross-linguistic  analyses  between  English  and 
Spanish in order to investigate translated language and find applications mainly in 
the field of  translation practice,  translator  training and translation quality assess-
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ment. Various  types of computerised corpora have been used to date  to carry out 


























Contents of the English-Spanish Parallel Corpus
ENGLISH SPANISH TOTAL
Books – fiction 295,207 302,818 598,025
Books – non-fiction 186,994 207,092 394,086
Newspapers 85,441 94,912 180,353
Magazines 61,721 69,218 130,939
TOTAL 629,363 674,040 1,303,403
For this study, three epistemic adverbs have been selected in English belonging 
to three different degrees of likelihood in the expression of epistemic modality: cer­
tainly,  for a high degree of probability, probably,  for a somewhat  lower degree, and 






ity  in  Spanish,  as well  as with  evidence  of  the  process  of  grammaticalization  that 
affects some English adverbs and turns them into pragmatic markers (Aijmer 2002). 
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tions may  help  in  determining  varying  degrees  of  grammaticalization  in  certain 
epistemic  adverbs.  In  addition,  I will  claim  in  this  paper  that  the  translations  of 
particular  linguistic  items can provide  information about  them that  is difficult  to 
observe otherwise in a monolingual analysis. 
4. Descriptive Analysis
4.1. The translations of certainly







with would,  in 1 case with could and  in 1 case with can.  In all of  these cases,  the 





Translations of certainly in Spanish
RESOURCE NUMBER OF CASES PERCENTAGE
Desde luego 24 26.96%
Omission 17 19.1%
Sin duda 9 10.11%
Ciertamente 8 8.98%
Superlative: más / menos 5 5.61%
Con (toda) certeza 5 5.61%
Seguro 4 4.49%
No hay/cabe duda 4 4.49%
Con (tanta/toda) seguridad 2 2.24%






Sin lugar a dudas 1 1.12%
De ningún modo 1 1.12%
Por supuesto 1 1.12%
Por cierto 1 1.12%
Por lo menos 1 1.12%














function, notably sin duda  (10%), con certeza  (5%), con seguridad  (2%), sin lugar a 















detriment of  the corresponding single-word adverbs  typically ending  in the suffix 
–mente  (Hoye  1997:  253). The  cognate  of  the  English  form  certainly,  the  Spanish 
adverb  ciertamente,  does  appear  in  the  list  and accounts  for  less  than 10% of  the 
translations, as in example (8). 
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(8) Certainly this story moved and, in equal measure, mobilised everyone against us. 
(EPJ1E.s352)
Ciertamente  este  relato  conmovió  a  la  gente  y,  en  igual medida,  indispuso  a  todos 
contra nosotros. (EPJ1S.s334)
Three additional variants of adverbs in –mente also occur, but with just one case 
































In  these  cases,  it  seems  that  the  translators  have  assumed  that  the  degree  of 
certainty implied by this particular adverb is virtually similar to absolute certainty, 
and he/she  therefore uses  the  indicative mood and no  sign of  epistemic modality 
whatsoever  in the Spanish translation. This omission points  towards  the  idea that 
certainty is not a type of modality at all, but rather one of the ends of the scale of 
factuality. Epistemic modality is a cline going from what is extremely likely to what 
is extremely unlikely  from the point of view of  the speaker, and certainty  implies 
that there is no room for doubt. If the speakers in these cases are certain of the truth 
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Translation options for certainly in Spanish





















which the adverb occurred were entirely omitted  in  the  target  text. This  leaves us 
with 156  instances of probably and their corresponding translations  into Spanish. 
With  respect  to  co-occurrence  with modal  verbs,  probably  appeared  particularly 
often with the modals will (16 cases) and would (15 instances), and there was one case 
of co-occurrence with can and another one with should.
The  translational options  found  in  the parallel  corpus  for  the English  adverb 
probably are the following:
Table 
Translations of probably in Spanish
RESOURCE NUMBER OF CASES PERCENTAGE
probablemente 86 55.12%
seguramente 26 16.66%
es + adj + que 15 9.61%
lo más probable era que 6 3.84%
Omisión 6 3.84%
Lexical verb deber de + infinitive 3 1.92%
Quizá(s) 3 1.92%
Lexical verb suponer + infinitive 2 1.28%
Con toda probablidad 2 1.28%
Posiblemente 1 0.64%
Presumiblemente 1 0.64%
Tal vez 1 0.64%
Sin duda 1 0.64%
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to  texts written  originally  in  Spanish:  53  instances  per million words  in  original 
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Lo más probable era que sólo hubiera salido a comprar. (FFK1S.s570)
(25) They’d probably been through this many times. (FGJ1E.s417)








lated by a lexical verb or a verbal periphrasis indicating probability: deber de, suponer, 
creer and poder, as in examples (26) and (27):






















indicates  epistemic modality  itself. The  cognate  lexical  verb  is  used  in  Spanish, 
supongo, so the reinforcing modal meaning of probably is left out but the epistemic 
meaning is preserved to a certain extent in the form of the lexical verb. Again, this 
could  be  considered  a  downtoning  of  the  epistemic  force  present  in  the  English 
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Translation options for probably in Spanish




























cases with  could  and  in  4  cases with  can.  Both  are  pleonastic  combinations,  i.e., 




its  own,  but  is  rather  used  as  a  reinforcement  of  some  epistemic modal  verbs. 





Translations of possibly in Spanish




en modo alguno 2 6.66%
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quizá(s) 2 6.66%
















versation. The modal  is  fused  together with  a modally  harmonic  adverb  forming 
something that resembles a single lexical unit used with an emphasizing purpose. 
Possibly is being used here mainly as a pragmatic marker. The adverb is omitted in 
































these cases  the adverb  is void of actual epistemic meaning of  its own, but  is used 
















(37)  Several  of  their  descendants were  burnt  as witches  in  Salem  in  1693, possibly 
because of the alarming nature of the disease. (ERM1E.s55)




















quizá(s), tal vez.  In  all  cases  the  adverbs  occurred with  the  subjunctive mood  in 
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Spanish, thus indicating a combination of two linguistic resources for expressing the 
epistemic meaning:  a  lexical  one  (the  adverb)  and  a morphological  one  (mood). 
Example (39) illustrates this option:





formal  in Spanish.  In both  cases  the English  adverb  co-occurred with  the modal 
could and was used as a modal reinforcement. The emphasizing effect is maintained 
in  Spanish PP  together with  the  lexical  verb poder  in  the  Spanish  translations  to 
reinforce the modal meaning, as in example (40):




















previous  sections:  20% of  the  instances were  translated with  adverbs  ending  in –
mente,  13%  of  cases were  translated  using  adjectival  constructions  and  the  same 
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percentage  corresponds  to  translations  by means  of  other  adverbs  not  ending  in 
–mente. Finally, PPs and transposition into nouns show percentages under 10%.
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the  co-occurrence  with modal  adverbs.  Figure  5  below  shows  the  frequency  of 
co-occurrence with modal verbs of the adverbs analyzed here:
Figure 5





combinations  can  be  considered  collocations  or  near-collocations  and  should  be 
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